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Abstract: 
Visual studies in general as well as visual semiotics in particular have, in the 
last decade shifted their analytical focus from culture related and linguistic fields to 
purely psychological, neuro-biological and cybernetic prospects, following the most 
popular up to date disciplines. Some fundamental and trans-disciplinary tools and 
concepts at the same time had been left behind in-depth research, while maintaining 
its important languages and textual inner- and inter-structures. Hence, the minus-
device as one of the most important concepts of the Tartu-Moscow school toolkit, has 
never been considered in terms of its application to visual language or to a functional 
combination of visual and verbal languages as a complement of each other, while 
visual minimalism and the visual minus-device are often treated as the same expres-
sive mode. 
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1.1. 
Creative instrument, determined by J. Lotman in 1964 as a mi-
nus-device as well as its variations, has been repeatedly analyzed sin-
ce then by a number of researchers from different perspectives, such 
as subtext (Larson, 1984, Deleuze, 1969), the theory of sign and mi-
mesis (Grigorjeva, 2005), construction of a literary text (Strunkina, 
2004), and others. Yet several studies indicated by a brief genesis of 
the minus-device and provides examples of different artistic prac-
tices. Thus, Strunkina aptly describes the historical roots of the mi-
nus-device in art, music and literature as a response to the previous 
understanding of "embellishment", of decorative features and the the 
subsequent post-modernist practice of minimalism, which continues 
to this day. However, almost all researchers have noted the linguistic 
primacy of the minus-device and its relationship with verbal texts, 
leaving interdisciplinary analysis on the periphery, including exam-
ples from related creative fields just as the review comments. On this 
basis, the vast majority of the materials considered minus-device, 
built on works of literature analysis. One of the reasons for this is the 
lack of a clear boundary between the minus-device and visual minima-
lism as it is. When the absence of a meaningful verbal text reinforces an 
impression as a result of a reader's expectations (i.e. construction 
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involves partial or complete prior knowledge of the latter by the re-
cipient), in fine arts reduction in many cases is a self-representation 
concept and may lead to the audience's misunderstanding in the ab-
sence of additional connotations or direct explanation s (such a classic 
example here is Malevich's Black Square, the decoding which is impo-
ssible without understanding the concept of Suprematism). In this 
case, as well as in G. Moore’s sculptures, for instance, the maximum 
formal reduction acts not just as an additional reception actuation, 
but also as a self-sufficient and conceptual wholeness. 
 
1.2. 
The question of the visual minus-device brings the subject to 
the field of pictorial and verbal rhetoric correlation. The latter itself, 
as Foucault defined it, is an instrument through which language re-
ceives its spatial form in verbal signs (Foucault, 1966). Problems of vi-
sual rhetoric has also been analyzed by J.Lotman in his article Iconic 
Rhetoric (Lotman, 1996). Meanwhile, is it possible to speak about 
visual minus-devices in pictorial practice or is it still simple formal 
minimalism? If we look at the basic principle of the first, according to 
J.Lotman (Lotman, 1994 [1964]) it is the absence of the significant 
element of a given construct, which enhances the meaning of the latter. 
In other words, the paradoxical reduction mechanism here sounds like 
the less details presented, the more sense (similarity) occur (Grigorje-
va, 2005). This principle can be directly connected, for instance, with 
the definite concept in architecture, in which the visual component is 
directly tied to the functionality, namely in the concepts of Mies van 
der Rohe and Le Corbusier concepts, whose motto was "less is more". 
The outcome of this theoretical program were buildings in which the 
dominant of pure geometry as an ultimatum mediator between the 
creative idea and functionality was clearly discernible. Of course, its 
inaccurate to call the specified program embodied in architecture as 
minus-device it is, because the latter implies the recipient’s audio or 
visual preliminary expectation of the whole structure. Here we are 
dealing with a kind of architecture "black square", i.e. with a pure 
concept, the value of which is determined solely through the prism of 
connotative and explicated information. Indeed, for the uninitiated vie-
wer naked, devoid of any decoration concrete structures or glass walls 
which are naked and devoid of any decoration not bear any direct 
aesthetic or informative messages. Minimalist forms themselves in this 
case cannot be received as sufficiently informative signals on which 
the viewer can build a more or less adequate interpretation of a deno-
tate. However, a direct relation between the minus-device as an agent 
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of expressing certain content and visual reprezentamen is seen clearly 
enough here in light of a verbal - visual languages pair. 
 
1.3. 
The issue of verbal and visual languages relations is not new at 
all and has its roots in history. At a more recent stage, in the early 
19th cen-tury Humboldt emphasizedin his "Philosophical anthropology" 
that linguistic analysis invades into every tiny matter of the language 
itself, and further goes to the level of structural and philosophical ge-
neralizations (Humboldt, 1985). At the sign level the ratio of verbal, 
symbolic form and its visual image is already apparent in Saussure’s 
sign dichotomy (Saussure, 2001), where the sign construct arbitrary-
ness is given by the impossibility of a complete correlation between 
signifier and signified due to visual images polysemy and the differen-
ce in the cognitive experience of communicative act participants. Saus-
sure affirmed that languages reflect shared experience in complicated 
ways and can design very contrasting pictures of the world from one 
another. To clarify this correlation and to enhance the universality of 
the language features up to 60 attempts were made to create so-called 
pasigrapic auxillary languages, which stand for a connection between 
verbal and visual systems were made. A larger number of researches 
accounts for the 18-19 centuries, including projects of Du Ponseau, 
Linzbach et al. however, the most effective results were achieved in 
the mid-20th century, namely Blissymbols (Charles Bliss) and Isotype 
by Otto Neuratt. Meanwhile, many aspects of visual and verbal lan-
guages correlation were and remain ambiguous. These include issues 
of minimum language units (when a verbal unit can be regarded as  
a phoneme, then what may be considered as the minimum unit of pic-
torial language is still a question), the issue of syntax (is it possible to 
consider visual component assemblage within one pictorial structure as 
syntax), and many others. Thus, for instance, J.Lotman speaks of two 
types of semiotic systems, one of which (verbal) is based on a combi-
nation of conditional discrete signs, independent from textual reality, 
while the other (pictorial) is coherent, continuous and virtually inse-
parable into idiosyncratic signs (Lotman, 1992). Nevertheless Saussu-
re, operating by his model, that was based on principles of arbitrary-
ness and the unmotivated sign, noted the difference between the dis-
crete parole chains and the linearity of spatial structures. At the same 
time Chertov suggested that <... not only letters of the alphabet, but 
other spatial forms can form the set of significant discrete units, sub-
ordinate to "the principle of the alphabet.>...<Instead of discrete units 
of language here we can find the domination of plural elements, conti-
nuously flowing into each other, such as color and form, which due to 
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their continuity is difficult to dismember into separate units> (Cher-
tov, 2014: 183).  
The statement regarding continuity of forms has a certain ambiguity. 
As an example of discreet visual forms, number of art works in which 
physical (pictorial) elements are deliberately truncated to strengthen 
the impression will be analyzed. Yet in the case of cognitive visual con-
tinuity, i.e. of sequential image completion, it is possible to talk about 
parallels with the verbal structure, namely, the minus-device as a con-
struction in which a definite selected element is intentionally omitted 
to enhance the recipient’s impression based on the receiver’s anticipa-
tion. Nevertheless, yet Gombrich, Panofsky, Schapiro and other scho-
lars have operated with a visual language concept in their analysis of 
pictorial works, hence today terms such as Design language, Painting 
language or Infographics visual language are widely used and do not 
cause misinterpretation. Thus, given many points of visual and verbal 
language convergence, it seems promising to find examples of minus-
device in visual constructs and to advise a visual minus-device prima-
ry typology. 
 
Closure 
To much of the visual minus-device definition some moderni-
stic painting may be added (not abstract paintings, however, in which 
the simplicity must be understood rather as full objects rejection) such 
as Magritte paintings like "Amazon on horseback" (Fig.1). As is in the 
case with a minimalist architecture, it is impossible to name a specified 
example as a minus-device directly however, one very important pi-
ctorial element, namely the missing parts of the iconic sign (horse) 
can be easily restored because the audience is able to maintain the ove-
rall visual construction.In fact, the missing elements of an icon fill the 
viewer's expectation about a complete image, based on prior knowled-
ge of the subject. This "visual object expectation" may be akin to the 
so-called Gibson’s affordances, according to which perception of the 
object involves not only the object as it is but also a preliminary per-
ception of what the object affords. As Shekhter noted, the human, 
mentally reconstructing an image , is <... spontaneously drawn to the 
fact of knowledge of clearly identifying markers and signs groups by 
which he can recognize objects of its class ...>(Shekhter, 1981: 144) 
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Fig. 1 
 
In Amazon on a horseback, strict compositional rhythm can be traced, 
which virtually divides the plane into components of the whole visual 
syntagma that, in turn, allows us to make an interesting observation. 
Lets suppose that one of the dialogue participants says the proverb: 
Every dog has his day, omitting the word Day, presupposing know-
ledge of the proverb by his message receiver. The phrase in this case 
sounds like Every dog has its ..., where one of the syntagma compo-
nents omitted deliberately, with the intention of reconstruction. How-
ever, the recipient may not be familiar with this proverb and can fi-
nish the phrase with any token, which seems adequate for message 
reconstruction. It may be neck, box, bowl, host and even an infinite 
number of options. Yet, the substitution of the original token by any dif-
ferent one will also change the meaning of the proverb. If we extrapo-
late this example to “Amazon on horseback”, it can be assumed that in 
the case of exceptions by Magritte some other more significant parts 
of the horse, such as head, for instance, along with an absence of the 
marker horse in the title, the potential audience would also may have 
a much wider range of interpretations. This could be a unicorn or and 
any other fantastical creature because of surrealism iconography fully 
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operated with such beasts (works of Man Ray and Dali, respectively). 
Thus, Magritte's painting can be described as a technical visual mi-
nus-device, consisting in a truncated icon depicting with the intention 
of reconstruction of the latter based on viewer’s object experience. This 
technique has been extended in a number of works of art that are ma-
de on the principle of Gestalt - namely closure (Fig. 2). Closure occurs 
when an object is incomplete or a space is not completely enclosed. If 
enough of the shape is indicated, people perceive the whole by filling 
in the missing information. 
 
 
 
Fig. 2 
 
The figure of a man with a suitcase is a self-portrait of the sculptor 
Bruno Catalano, created as an autobiographical reflection, since Cata-
lano worked as a sailor and traveled a lot before the sculptural prac-
tice. Hence the name of the sculpture is “Traveler”. Here we can talk 
about the coherent visual minus-device application, bearing in mind 
the main principles of the latter: the reduced form, designed to en-
hance the viewer's impression. Indeed, the incompleteness of the ma-
le figure can be interpreted as a spiritual void that occurs due to multi-
ple movements, as mental discord (to be in pieces), as direct visual 
metaphor ("leave a piece of themselves" in a foreign country), etc. 
Considering such a work, the viewer is involved into an interactive 
process of detonation, not only at the level of content but also on the 
physical level of visual completion of the shape, thereby dramatically 
increasing the range of impressions. Viewer’s interactive perception 
stimulation in these kind of visual structures is very similar to the 
principle of graphics image construction and graphics perception in 
general, as marked by Vipper. According to him the point is 
 
“<...in the special relationship between the image and the background in 
 a particular sense of space. <...>...the artistic effect of the graphics is just 
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the kind of conflict between the background plane and the space surround-
ding, between the three-dimensional image, and white, flat sheet of paper." 
(Vipper, 1985: 14-15) 
 
Perhaps is is not quite accurate to draw a direct parallel between the 
physical natural three-dimensional space and the plane of the paper, 
but we should take into account the one important feature of the 
human eye (and lenses, respectively) - namely the ability to focus on a 
specific object or its part via step-by-step signification of scanned in-
tegral components of the image. This feature is repeatedly used in 
images, built on the balance of light and dark spots (Fig.3). Depen-
ding on the activity of light and dark matrix perception, the recipient 
sees a dark image on a light background or vice versa, and on this ba-
sis performs interpretation of the denotatum. 
 
 
 
Fig. 3 
 
In other words, the viewer, subconsciously classifying the object, tries 
to correlate it in whole or in part with the visual context and thus to 
set the hierarchy of components and their spatial arrangement. The 
latter allows him to determine either the object components or the 
context (background) prevalence level and on this basis to indicate 
the extent of iconic minimalism, and, consequently, to complete the 
proposed incomplete image. Therefore here we are dealing with a mi-
nus-device, conventionally called Closure. 
 
Pars pro toto 
As an example of next minus-device variation, the following 
popular poster style portraits can be suggested (Fig.4). It is easy to 
notice that at first glance, these portraits have a common feature with 
works investigated above, namely, an absence of specific details that 
make up a complete image. In principle, the viewer could build the 
entire picture, being quite sure that it is an image of a human face be-
fore him. This feature brings these pictures to Closure, but there is  
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a significant difference separating these two types of images data which 
allows us to mark a greater degree of coherence of such portraits with 
minus-device specifics. 
 
 
 
Fig. 4 
 
In these portraits the most significant characteristics of the depicted 
people are presented as the point of decoding outset, left to transmit 
the message. These characteristics are similar to Peircean interpre-
tants, some kind of clues, sign-signals, defining the direction of the vie-
wer interpretation. A sensual mouth and a mole on the woman’s face 
give an idea of her nature and behavior in the first place, and the sub-
sequent reconstruction of the image will have a connotative character, 
i.e. all the additional elements of the face will be attached to the main 
significant sign-signal. Here, the sender not only offers to a viewer an 
attempt to complete the wholeness according to the personal exper-
ience, but also knowingly suggests a decoding direction. In fact, it cre-
ates a visual context for interpretation, similar to the verbal minus-
device in verbal discourse.This ratio «detail - context» is given by iso-
lation of the main significant parts, serving the determinant of the 
whole denotatum. Thus here it is possible to talk about a pars pro to-
to rhetorical instrument, or synecdoche. In his novel The Master and 
Margarita Bulgakov describes Voland with only basic strokes: 
 
Two eyes bored into Margarita's face. In the depths of the right eye was a gol-
den spark that could pierce any soul to its core; the left eye was as empty and 
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black as a small black diamond, as the mouth of a bottomless well of dark 
and shadow. Voland's face was tilted to one side, the right-hand corner of his 
mouth pulled downward and deep furrows marked his forehead parallel to 
his eyebrows. The skin of his face seemed burned by timeless sunshine 
(translated by M. Glenny, 1967), 
 
but the reader instantly identifies Satan, the Master of the under-
world. The message receiver with less imagination and textual exper-
ience would require more "classical" attributes of the devil, such as 
horns, tail, hooves, etc., but a prepared reader decodes Voland’s de-
scription adequately as there it is not a singular image of the devil, but 
rather the overall portrait of Evil. By the same token, the most posters 
for "Phantom of the Opera" are designed (Fig.5), in a way where the 
main character that embodies evil and the whole libretto motif are 
represented via a single major iconic sign - the truncated mask of the 
villain. 
 
 
Fig. 5 
 
Here, the icon, acting as symbol, narrows the variation of the deno-
tattum within a paradigm of interpretation and, in fact, represents 
sign convergence, when 
 
Ideal symbols, then, are likely to be ones that are easily understood (i.e., that 
are logically associated with the concept they represent) while also being 
effective for <…>reading tasks that require visual aggregation or visual 
search (MacEachren, Roth, O’Brien, Li, Swingley, Gahegan, 2012). 
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The most distributed examples of such reduced images, called picto-
grams, are common worldwide, especially those that directly use synec-
doche (Fig.6). 
 
 
 
Fig. 6 
 
It is obvious that these images convey not single objects but genera-
lized concepts, in this case - not cutlery or a bed but rather the restau-
rant or hotel service. In the same way, the image of the tram on a sign 
at the tram stop represents not just a particular tram, but the con-
ception of the place where the vehicle is stopped and which includes 
spatial connotation, the social plane (group of gathering people) and 
others. A simplified form of а linear image is intended to unify the co-
ding of denotation with a purpose of instant recognition. Here repla-
cement of an exact object depiction first appears on the principle of na-
tural similarity and gradually moves towards the principle of condi-
tionality. As a result, the concept is expressed by one (or, at maximum 
a pair of ) simplified iconic signs. However, despite the existing featu-
res (synecdoche, truncated picture) it would be a misconception to as-
sume pictograms are an example of a minus-device. Decoding a picto-
gram does not assume any impression enhancement or spectator’s ex-
pectations to complete the image. Its functioning is strictly conventio-
nally, for the pictogram is a pure sign-signal, designed to quickly and 
accurately convey information and possibly eliminate the noise in a 
transmission channel. On a contrary, minus-device involves variation 
of verbal or visual syntagm sequels, a plan of artistic expression and ran-
ge of interpretations even within the frame of one truncated model. 
 
Substitution 
The following part focuses on images, which have intentionally 
removed not the secondary structural elements, but rather one of the 
equivalent components. In these cases, the other elements, whose se-
mantic value is sufficient to fulfill the part omitted, are activated in or-
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der to decode the message. The icon contour here is not broken down 
or interrupted by empty spaces; thus the viewer must restore the inte-
grity of the depicted by image formal completion. The remaining de-
picted object or scene is an accomplished narrative by itself, in which 
the missing element may be present or left aside. One of the common 
practices of such images is a representation of Crucifixion. Often a pic-
ture of an empty cross or, conversely, Christ without the cross is used 
as a symbol of the "The Crucifixion of Jesus on the cross" token and in 
a broader sense as the Divine sacrifice (Fig.7) 
 
.  
 
Fig. 7 
 
Due to their identical semantic valences (in fact, both components are 
just parts of one complex image) the cross and the figure of Christ are 
the equivalent actors in transmitting the message, when a high degree 
of cultural iconology unambiguously accomplishes integral visual and 
ideological content. It is interesting to note that believers of the Chri-
stian faith wearing mostly the small crosses without the image of the 
crucified Jesus. Combined crucifix crosses (Jesus on the cross) are con-
sidered to be a manifestation of bad taste and greediness. In this case, 
the figure of Christ serves as redundant information and is read as 
inappropriate decoration, rather than strengthening the religious sym-
bolism. Steven Spielberg in an episode of Indiana Jones and the Last 
Crusade (1989) movie reveals this topic in a similar way. The two main 
characters, an anthropology professor named Indiana Jones and the 
villain, must choose a cup from which Christ drank at the Last Supper. 
Before the characters are a few dozen vessels on display, all of diffe-
rent shapes, materials and values. Thus information in such a visual 
context is much over the excess. The villain, convinced that Jesus was 
the Jewish king, chooses a richly jeweled golden cup, the one that in 
his view, befits a king. He takes this cup, fills it with magic water (which, 
depending on the choice of the vessel, may make one either dead or 
alive), drinks water and, of course, dies and dissolves in agony. On the 
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contrary, Indiana Jones chooses the ugly, nipped one - a very cheap 
goblet made of either bronze or clay which is, surely enough, the wise 
choose. For true faith ,it is obvious that simple, clear and lack of deco-
ration is equal to the truth and requires no further statement.  
From modern iconographic realities as one of the most explicit 
examples McDonald's ads can be noted, which periodically use a comp-
lex image of a burger with French fries in bound together, or two of 
these components separately. Both ingredient have an equivalent se-
mantic valence and do not require any additional connotation to de-
scribe the company profile. Any of the components are unquestiona-
bly associated with fast food and related services. 
Thus, in these and in related examples the whole complex ima-
ge or one of its components is replaced (substituted) by an equivalent 
part without loss of denotation content. Nevertheless, to call substitu-
tion a full-fledged minus-device is also quite incorrect, mainly due to 
rigid conventionality of mentioned visual constructions, formed by nar-
rowed cultural and functional boundaries. Regardless of icon substi-
tution, the interpretative sector is very limited by this framework. In 
fact the trigger, which is supposed to intensify the audience's imagina-
tion enhancement, is absent or declined in this case and the viewer's ex-
pectation may be too obvious or even departed. This feature connects 
these visual constructs to pictograms and are often used as such. 
 
Excerpt 
Speaking of advertising, it is worth mentioning the following 
visual tool, which can be called an Excerpt. This technique, common 
in recent years, is the use of well-known classical works as stylistically 
and substantively modified illustrations for several advertising cam-
paigns. The idea is to choose the most popular paintings with further 
subsequent visual and semantic "filtration", namely, to use the core or 
the most important, meaning-making part of the picture, while mi-
nor, peripheral composition or semantic elements shall be either com-
pletely removed or replaced by the appropriate components, corres-
pondding to the campaign. 
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Fig. 8 
 
Following this principle of filtration and a new image construction, 
authors "kill several birds with one stone." First, keeping the central 
original painting component active, the sender of such designs trans-
mits an instant and explicit reference to a particular pictorial product 
and therefore to a particular cultural stratum. Therefore, it becomes 
possible to emphasize what Barthes called "Italianity" in the analysis 
of the Panzani company ad, namely some national dimensions of the 
certain sectors of the campaign, which may be in turn determined by 
the masterpiece’s "nationality". Second, in parallel with the strengthe-
ning of the classical motif occurs the elimination of secondary parts 
and replacing them by important ones from the point of view of a parti-
cular narrative. Thus here takes place an active viewer’s involvement 
in the process of interpretation with the progressive meanings em-
broadening. New incorporated elements in stark contrast with the ori-
ginal core act as interpretive signals ending by a dual de-codification 
process result: on the one hand, the reception recognizes and regi-
sters the classical element within the narrow paradigm of iconogra-
phic choices, but on the other hand, these newly incorporated iconic 
and indexical elements intensify viewers' imaginations, making it 
possible to accomplish a fresh hypothetical visual and semantic mo-
del. Therefore Excerpt is much more fit to the meaning-making me-
chanism of the minus-device, but with some specifics: here it is possi-
ble to talk about some kind of tips - device, in which meaning incre-
ments occur due not to cultural background and visual viewer’s exper-
ience solely, but also due to certain pictorial elements that vector inter-
pretation. These tips are similar to rules of the game, which is a pic-
torial derivation of the famous surreal "Exquisite Corpse" game, in-
vented by Breton and other surrealists in 1924. In the original game, 
the player writes any word on a piece of paper and then folds the 
sheet, closing written data and passing it to the next player, who must 
continue by writing another verbal unit. The pictorial version of this 
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game uses sign-icons instead of words, but there is yet another signi-
ficant difference. The verbal construction of the final text is purely 
discrete, and the sense of the outcome syntagm is purely coincidental. 
On the contrary, in the pictorial version the player should not comple-
te its picture but rather indicate edges of the icon by open lines which 
must be left visible to the next player over the folded sheet. Thus, on 
the one hand, the next player remains unlimited in his fantasies, but 
on the other hand, he gets a clue and direction for his image depic-
ting. For all the remaining diversity of choices, the number of interpre-
tations, matches initially given icon under these conditions is much 
higher. Of course, the excerpt of the main pictorial motif and replace-
ment of secondary components by icons with a strict utilitarian inten-
tional decreases symbolic dimension of the picture and converts it to 
another narrative plane. These images can be compared with a verbal 
retelling of events, when the narrator leaves the main plot outlined 
while at the same time eliminating minor details and replacing them 
with his own to gain expression; meanwhile the recipient is aware of 
the event and completes it on the basis of both the missing and the 
newly added facets. In form, as Lotman noted, for transmitting mes-
sages adequately the process needs a set of simplified communicative 
tools with the restriction of the cultural memory of the recipient (Lot-
man, 1996). Therefore, the Exception, on the one hand, can be defi-
ned as the specific visual minus-device it is, but on the other hand, it 
presents a certain informative paradox. Indeed, one of the main tasks 
of advertising message transmission is the accuracy and adequacy of 
decoding. At the same time, Exception, despite the fact of eliminating 
peripheral components, is doubling the code because the recipient 
must understand the advertising message itself as well as be able to de-
cipher the code of the original painting, which requires activation of 
cultural visual experience. Accordingly, the degree of error increases 
and, hence, this visual device cannot be considered as one of the most 
effective in advertising strategy, just like some recent and most po-
pular minimalist advertising that often leaves viewers puzzled or cau-
ses them to spend too much time on message decoding due to bias in 
pictorial minimalism, without a sufficient associative trigger. Mean-
while, among these minimalist ads there is a certain type of design, 
which is very simplified and, semantically, fully opposite to that which 
was mentioned earlier and therefore cannot be named as a visual 
minus-device. On these images, the mandatory logo as a verbal ele-
ment is the only symbolic sign; acting as a self-sufficient image, how-
ever, its presence does not play any significant role for image deco-
ding (Fig.9). 
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Fig. 9 
 
This is exactly the case when the combination of iconic signs (construc-
tor set detail and a realistic shadow) is decent enough to transmit the 
idea. Strictly speaking, the slogan absence here is also legitimate, be-
cause otherwise there would have been the situation with an excess of 
clues, as described above. The simplicity of the image here is not only 
an indicator of understatement, but on the contrary is a clear directive 
for construction interpretation, a kind of semantic categorical impera-
tive. After seeing this picture, the recipient with a weak imagination 
will "read" in a certain configuration of cubes just either a tank, a pla-
ne or a Tyrannosaurus rex. 
 
2.1 
Until now, selected examples were observed in which the pa-
rallelism of verbal and visual languages can be found in a general 
plane of rhetorical instrumentarium. These analyzed constructs of both 
systems operate separately on a self-contained level and are not re-
quired to complement each other. The viewer with a sufficient visual 
and cultural background facing one of the minus-device samples li-
sted above may more or less easily decode the author's message and 
complete the whole iconic syntagma. Yet some certain, further exam-
ples as more complex structures will be considered, in which visual 
and verbal languages are bound in more cardinal and functional way. 
In these visual minus-devices, the complementarity of both languages 
either has a high demand or necessity to decode the message. 
 
2.2. 
Perhaps the most common example of a tough conjunction of 
iconic and symbolic texts is an advertisement that combines both the 
pictorial element and the slogan. But this type of ad cannot be attribu-
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ted to the minus-device as the slogan in this case plays the role of a pic-
torial component’s direct explication rather than just a simple tip for 
interpretation. Without verbal connotations, the pictorial image itself 
cannot be decoded properly, which is absolutely contrary to the inten-
tions of promotion. The strictly explanatory function of the slogan 
shrinks a wide field of expression and imagination by specifying a nar-
row corridor for interpretation, focused on certain goods or services 
features. In fact, the content of a verbal component is crucial as it vec-
tors the interpretation of a visual element. Many advertising creators 
mistakenly believe in the true primacy of the image and that the ver-
bal part (slogan) should play a secondary role. This rule works only in 
cases of so-called shocking images when the objective is an instanta-
neous memorizing of the visual image, often regardless of the subse-
quent semantic equivalent. In such a combined type of advertisement, 
as mentioned above, the hierarchy in the “word - picture” pair is the 
opposite, as seen in a simple example. For instance, if we add the slo-
gan "Perfect ketchup" to bright, colorful and enticing image of toma-
toes, the subsequent decoding and interpretation will be obvious and 
quick. But if a picture of tomatoes will be connoted with the phrase "Fly 
SuperAvia!", it is without a doubt that decoding eventually comes to  
a standstill. This cognitive dissonance may be easily explained by a well 
known difference between mono- and poly-semantic ground of verbal 
and pictorial texts respectively. Setting the direction of the interpreta-
tion, the slogan should leave room for neither imagination nor for vi-
sual or semantic expectations. 
 
2.3 
As to the much greater extent of a combined visual minus-de-
vice, consisting of verbal and visual languages in firm bound, the follo-
wing samples may be suggested. In these examples, innuendo mani-
fests itself in the most explicit way and therefore requires an oblige-
tory combination of visual and verbal components. 
 
Matching 
The image below (Fig.10) is called Separation. At first glance, 
in addition to the name, the photograph has enough pictorial mar-
kers to decode the image as the separation it is, as a rupture of rela-
tions between people. This is clearly evidenced by the pose of a woman, 
her gesture, the retreating man figure, and autumn in the park (au-
tumn as a symbol of dying). Together with the name of the picture, 
the combined interpretation here is obvious enough. However, let us 
imagine that the photo has no verbal name. In this case, the sector of 
interpretation expands dramatically. Thus, the image can be called 
67 
Sadness, Loneliness, Resentment, etc. and each of these names will be 
in its own legitimate because, as Chertov stated, spatial text actualize-
tion is produced not by the sender, but rather by the recipient (Cher-
tov, 2014). Multiple interpretations will also occur due to visual lan-
guage's discrete nature, suggesting a sketchy reading of a holistic pic-
ture; for instance, the viewer can focus on the female figure, disregar-
ding the rest of the photo and on the basis of a truncated analysis to 
name the entire composition. Nevertheless, even with the absence of 
the name, all available visual markers should enhance the imagination 
and the anticipation of the recipient. This is the receding figure and 
the spatial language specific, according to which the figure of a man at 
the end of the alley turning his back to the viewer is a clear sign of a with-
drawal from the scene. Depicting an object, leaving the front scene 
into visual perspective, for centuries was perceived as a cliché. Also, 
here is a direct verbal parallel as a phrase that may be expressed by  
a person against his or her counterpart in a critical situation as: Go 
to...!, i.e. it can be viewed as a direct transfer of the temporal category 
to the spatial one. 
 
 
 
Fig.10 
 
An absolute accuracy of this image interpretation is not required as it 
is not required in a verbal minus-device. Labeled markers are suffi-
cient to activate the viewer's expectation, and the name in this case on-
ly underlines the correctness of the decoding vector. However, this is 
not a simple rendering tip, as visual markers are, but rather a langua-
ge equivalent that is necessary for the transmission of abstract cate-
gories. Representing the latter is generally a stumbling block for trans-
mitting by visual language and requires a specific approach (Nechvo-
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lodov, 2013). This problem of depicting such a category is similar to 
the impossibility of visual apophasis, which is also built on the prin-
ciple of understatement, but wherein the speaker or writer brings up  
a subject by either denying it, or denying that it should be brought up 
and is typically used to distance the speaker from unfair claims. As  
a strictly opposite example with the analogous difficulty, Uspenskij, 
observing aspects of metaphor portrayal, explained it very clearly, ci-
ting the example of such image complexity in the case of a direct meta-
phor, applied to Sobakevich's comparison with the bear (Uspenskij, 
2014). Uspenskij rightly points out that the metaphor changes into 
symbol or allegory, while losing the element of comparison, based on 
the comparability of old and new, but omits yet another reason, na-
mely the high iconicity of compared images. The bear, as well as Go-
gol’s hero, possesses very definite, dominant visual characteristics that 
cannot be visually combined while still keeping their balance. Earlier, 
among other authors, this problem was accented by Tynyanov in his 
article Illustration, in which he expressed his doubts and justified the 
reasons for the ineffectiveness of illustrations by the example of the 
translation of Gogol’s novel Nose into a realizable visual equivalent 
(Tynyanov, 1977). While using apophasis, the speaker emits a verbal 
portrait of a concealed component, thereby setting a visual image that 
the viewer has built on the basis of his own, but for the most part a dif-
ferent visual experience. Depicting something that should be hidden 
is not physically possible without replacing it with a certain iconic com-
ponent or simply applying the absence of an image, i.e. a pictorial void. 
In apophasis, as well as in abstract categories, transmission of the boun-
dary of iconicity is vague and blurred and can be interchanged depen-
ding on the experience of the viewer. Actually, this reason can be na-
med as the main innuendo instrument in such constructions. Hence, 
the photograph originally depicting an abstract category such as Sepa-
ration and being a full-fledged indexical sign, at the same time can be 
suggested as one of the striking examples of a minus-device in which 
both language systems are in functional balance. It contains all the ne-
cessary minus-device components as truncated transmission and inter-
pretation, based on obscured expectations, while the verbal factor is 
crucial, but not strictly indispensable. Meanwhile, there is another op-
tion of an indistinct image in which the presence of verbal language as 
an explanation is implicitly critical. 
 
Surmise 
Adequate interpretation of such images is only possible if there 
is a visual or verbal context. In fact these images, being alone very emo-
tionally reach, at the same time also have a very high level of iconicity. 
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Without proper discourse, this combination raises a phenomenon of 
instantaneous decompression of visual options, an equivalent in its va-
lue. The viewer gets a range of similar narratives, each of which may 
be dominant. 
 
 
 
Fig.11 
 
Above is the famous RIA Novosti photograph depicting a group of chil-
dren hiding underground from a Nazi aircraft raid. Of course, for the 
viewer having either visual or personal experience of such events, de-
coding of this picture is quite easy. In this case, it might be a sufficient 
historical context, personified into the personal experience of the reci-
pient. However, to the viewers of later generations, or simply not inclu-
ded into the iconography of social or historical context, the photo-
graph offers a choice of clear iconic and indexical signs with a wide 
range of emotional connotations, such as fear, curiosity or even just 
poverty. All these variants can be identified as equivalent and suffi-
cient image interpretations. At the same time, there are no voids in 
the picture left for innuendo transmission, neither unfinished iconic 
components or substitutions. Here, implication is taken out from the 
physical, spatial scope of the text, akin to a verbal minus-device with 
missing parts of the phrase. Practically, in this case the recipient must 
guess and select one interpretation from a paradigm of semantic var-
iants, not reconstructing the given image itself, but rather creating an 
additional external narrative that should be most correlated with the 
granted pattern and his own expectation. This is a prime example of  
a mechanism that J. Lotman designated as doubling of doubling, i.e. 
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an intermediary in the making of a visual text (Lotman, 1996). At this 
stage, the non-verbal text features are attributed verbally, when the 
viewer, lacking clear pictorial signals, reconstructs the primary image 
by verbal description. Unlike in Matching, in Surmise images are not 
enough their own visual triggers to set the desired vector of semantic 
decoding, but the emotional connotations are just enough for the ex-
tended sector of interpretations. For adequate encoding with this vi-
sual text, an additional explanatory verbal component is a must. Hen-
ce, Surmise may be considered as the most fully realized example of  
a visual minus-device. 
 
Summary 
Examples, analyzed above, may suggest several following con-
clusions: 
1. Rhetoric usage in visual language may be applied on the tropes le-
vel, such as a minus-device. 
2. Not all truncated or simplified images can be considered as minus-
devices. 
3. In order for an image to be considered as a minus-device, it must 
have features similar to a verbal minus-device, i.e. be incomplete in 
form, presuppose the viewer expectation and inspire image comple-
tion, based on percipient experience. 
4. Some visual minus-devices can only be activated in conjunction 
with verbal language and only in this pair may be denoted as minus-
devices. Fundamental importance in visual minus-devices and pure 
minimalism delineation should be advised as the presence of inter-
pretive intention in the former. Minimalism as such manifests in the 
complete, semantic self-sufficiency of the image, involving knowledge 
of the concept. It pertains not to an interpretation but rather to dis-
cernment of initial meaning (which, of course, does not negate its ae-
sthetic aspect). An emptiness, an absence of visual components in mini-
malism is the logical result of clipping small elements (small from the 
concept point of view) that do not carry a significant semantic value 
and that only hinder the perception. In a visual minus-device, on the 
contrary, the missing part is the key to image interpretation and nar-
rative construction. Observing minimalist works, the viewer most of-
ten asks why aesthetically an author has used a given form of trun-
cated expression, while visual minus-device reception raises the que-
stion of content.This difference is important. The answer to the first 
question presupposes the presence of a certain filter (concept), thro-
ugh which the viewer perceives the author’s work. In practice, this fil-
ter is a sort of mediator, the transmitter of the author's artistic idea. 
Having been familiarized with the concept, the viewer realizes why 
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certain elements are absent and how their deficiency is constructing 
the image. The absence of components here is not obscure innuendo, 
but a clear conceptual manifesto, thus as soon as the mediator is cla-
rified and activated, the void does not add any semantic aberrations 
into the image content, but instead cocoons it within the concept fra-
me. In case of a visual minus-device, the author addresses it to the re-
cipient directly, using it as a mechanism of meaning making and try-
ing to convey his idea straight through poly-semantic ambiguity. It is 
decent to say that visual minimalism is built on the destruction of au-
dience expectations. Instead of so called exemplary form, the reci-
pient faces a truncated structure, the understanding of which depends 
on abandonment of his previous experience and on apprehending the 
meaning of the concept-mediator, because previous experience will 
only interfere with the viewer’s simultaneous perception. As is known, 
the minus-device operates by exactly the opposite principle, namely 
the need for active anticipation, capable of interpretative polyphony. 
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